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QL: 1239 Ancient Egypt: The Social Pyramid: Movie Notes

Focus Question: Did scribes have the most important occupation in ancient Egypt?

Who are they and what is their job in Egyptian society? 

   Farmers:


   Pharaohs:  


   Priests:  


   Physicians:  


   Scribes:  


What is it and why is it important?

   The Nile River:  


   Book of the Dead:  


   Hieroglyphics:  


   The Social Pyramid:  


What have you learned in the Background Movies that will help you answer the focus question? 

The Pharaoh (2000 BCE) 
Amenemhat I was a pharaoh during the Middle Kingdom. These accounts of his accomplishments and challenges reflect the complexities of ruling a mighty empire. 

I was one who made the grain to grow, and who loved the god of the harvest. In every valley did the Nile greet me. 

In my years none had hunger and none had thirst. In peace lived the people, and their talk was of me—because of the [good] deeds which I wrought. 

Instructions to his Son 
Hearken to that which I tell thee, that thou mayest be king over the earth and ruler over its countries, and thy prosperity may increase. Harden thy heart against thy underlings. The people obey him whom they hold in fear ... Take no brother to thy heart, cherish no friend, keep no intimates—there is no end to them. When thou sleepest, still be on thy guard, for a man has no people [to defend him] when the evil day approaches. I gave to the beggar; I sustained the orphan; I was gracious to the humble as well as to the mighty—but he who ate of my bounty turned rebel: he to whom I gave my hand turned and smote me. 

from Readings in Ancient History. Illustrative Extracts from the Sources. Volume I. Greece and the East 

 The Priest (4th century BCE) 

This biography of the priest Petosiris was inscribed on the wall of his burial tomb. 

When I became controller for Thoth, lord of Khmun,
I put the temple of Thoth in its former condition.
I caused every rite to be as before, 
Every priest (to serve) in his proper time.
I made great his priests,
Advanced his temple's hour-priests;
I promoted all his servants,
I gave a rule to his attendants.
I did not reduce the offerings in his temple, 

I filled his granaries with barley and emmer,
His treasury with every good thing.
I increased what there had been before,
And every citizen praised god for me.
I gave silver, gold, and all precious stones,
So that I gladdened the hearts of the priests,
And of all those who work in the gold house,
And my heart rejoiced in it. 
I made splendid what was found ruined anywhere,
I restored what had decayed long ago,
And was no longer in its place.

...

My lord Thoth distinguished [me] above all [my] peers ...
[I] was favored by the ruler of Egypt,
I was loved by his courtiers.
May this too be given me as reward:
Length of lifetime in gladness of heart,
A good burial after old age,
My corpse interred in this tomb,
Beside my father and elder brother,
I being blessed by the lord of Khmun,

And also all the gods of Un,
My house maintained by my children,
With son succeeding son!
May he who comes hereafter say:
"A servant of his god till veneration day!"

from Ancient Egyptian Literature. A Book of Readings. Volume III: The Late Period 

The Physician (2500 BCE) 
These descriptions of medical procedures are from one of the oldest medical papyri, the Edwin Smith Surgical Papyrus. Egyptian physicians who followed these procedures for particular conditions were not blamed for a patient's death. 

Case Nine: Instructions concerning a wound in his forehead 
Examination: If thou examinest a man having a wound in his forehead, smashing the shell of his head ...

Treatment: Thou shouldst prepare for him the egg of an ostrich, triturated with grease (and) placed in the mouth of his wound. Now afterward thou shouldst prepare for him the egg of an ostrich, triturated and made into poultices for drying up that wound. Thou shouldst apply to it for him a covering for physician's use; thou shouldst uncover it the third day, (and) find it knitting together the shell, the color being like the egg of an ostrich. 

That which is to be said as a charm over this recipe: 

Repelled is the enemy that is in the wound! 
Cast out is the evil that is in the blood ...

Now afterward thou shouldst cool [it] for him [with] a compress of figs, grease, and honey, cooked, cooled and applied to it. 

Case Forty-Seven: Instructions concerning a gaping wound in his shoulder
First examination: If thou examinest a man having a gaping wound in his shoulder, its flesh being laid back and its sides separated, while he suffers with swelling (in) his shoulder blade, thou shouldst palpate his wound. Shouldst thou find its gash separated from its sides in his wound, as a roll of linen is unrolled, (and) it is painful when he raises his arm on account of it, thou shouldst draw together for him his gash with stitching. ... 

First treatment: Thou shouldst bind it with fresh meat the first day. 

Second examination and treatment: If thou findest that wound open and its stitching loose, thou shouldst draw together for him its gash with two strips of linen over that gash; thou shouldst treat it afterward [with] grease, honey, (and) lint every day until he recovers. If thou findest a wound, its flesh laid back, it sides separated, in any member of a man, thou shouldst treat it according to these directions. 

Third examination: If however, thou findest that his flesh has developed inflammation from that wound which is in his shoulder, while that wound is inflamed, open, and its stitching loose, thou shouldst lay thy hand upon it. Shouldst thou find inflammation issuing from the mouth of his wound at thy touch, and secretions discharging therefrom are cool like wenesh-juice ... 

from Surgical Papyrus  

The Scribe (416 BCE) 
During the Middle Kingdom, the role of government grew, increasing the need for trained scribes. In addition to administrative training, scribes were schooled in poetry and philosophy. To improve their writing skills, scribes copied this composition, known as the "Satire of the Trades."

See for yourself with your own eye. The occupations lie before you. The washerman's day is going up, going down. All his limbs are weak, [from] whitening his neighbors' clothes every day, from washing their linen. The maker of pots is smeared with soil ... His hands, his feet are full of clay; he is like one who lives in the bog. The cobbler mingles with vats. His odor is penetrating. His hands are red ... like one who is smeared with blood ... The merchants travel downstream and upstream. They are as busy as can be, carrying goods from one town to another. They supply him who has wants. But the tax collectors carry off the gold, that most precious of metals ... [The] outworker who is in the fields, his is the toughest of all the jobs. He spends the day loaded with his tools, tied to his tool-box ... The scribe, he alone, records the output of all of them. Take note of it! ...

... [Apply yourself to this] noble profession ... You will find it useful ... You will be advanced by your superiors. You will be sent on a mission ... Love writing, shun dancing; then you become a worthy official. Do not long for the marsh thicket. Turn your back on throw stick and chase. By day write with your fingers; recite by night. Befriend the scroll, the palette. It pleases more than wine. Writing for him who knows it is better than all other professions. It pleases more than bread and beer, more than clothing and ointment. It is worth more than an inheritance in Egypt, than a tomb in the west.

from Ancient Egyptian Literature. Volume II. The New Kingdom 

The Farmer (1200 BCE) 
This mythical story of two brothers reveals the importance of agriculture in Egyptian society.

Behold, his younger brother grew to be an excellent worker, there was not his equal in the whole land; behold, the spirit of a god was in him. 

Now after this the younger brother followed his oxen in his daily manner; and every evening he turned again to the house, laden with all the herbs of the field, with milk and with wood, and with all things of the field. And he put them down before his elder brother, who was sitting with his wife; and he drank and ate, and he lay down in his stable with the cattle. And at the dawn of day he took bread which he had baked, and laid it before his elder brother; ... and he drove his cattle to pasture in the fields ... 

Now at the time of ploughing his elder brother said unto him, "Let us make ready for ourselves a goodly yoke of oxen for ploughing, for the land has come out from the water, it is fit for ploughing. Moreover, do thou come to the field with corn, for we will begin the ploughing in the morrow morning." Thus said he to him; and his younger brother did all things as his elder brother had spoken unto him to do them. 

And when the morn was come, they went to the fields with their things; and their hearts were pleased exceedingly with their task ...

from Egyptian Tales. Translated from the Papyri. Second Series. XVIIIth to XIXth Dynasty 
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